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Introduction
A brief review of the literature on the social psychology of clothing reveals that young 
women are more frequently research participants than men (Kwon 1997; Kaiser 1997; 
Crane 2000). This may be because women far outnumber men in majoring in clothing 
design and apparel merchandising and thus are more easily accessible as research partic-
ipants than men. Regardless of why clothing research includes more women as research 
participants, this focus on women has resulted in a dearth of research on young men. 
In support of this, Reilly and Rudd (2007) report that research has investigated men’s 
clothing preferences and habits to a lesser extent than women’s. With rare exceptions 
(e.g., Frith and Gleeson 2004; Hathcote and Kim 2008), men’s ideas about fashion and its 
importance in their lives have been overlooked. Despite the limited research on young 
men, consumer groups comprised of college men are important to commercial market-
ers in terms of expenditure in men’s apparel and accessories. According to Statista, in 
2012 the expenditure on men’s clothing goods in the United States was $22.2 billion. 
Men purchased footwear the most, followed by shirts and suits. Prior research has also 
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shown that men’s interest in fashion is on the rise, leading to an increase in men’s apparel 
sales (Bakewell et al. 2006; Frith and Gleeson 2004).
Historically, women have been much more conscious about their appearance than 
men, but in recent times there appears to have been a change in this level of focus on 
appearance among men. Specifically, young men in Generation Y who have been social-
ized by mass media and marketing activities have become appearance conscious, which 
leads to apparel consumption (Kacen 2000; Patterson and Elliot 2002). Young men usu-
ally use dress to communicate their identities (Shete 2012), and their aspirations toward 
communicating this may influence their apparel consumption (Kang et al. 2011). Under-
standing the relationship between college-aged men’s identities and their clothing 
choices provides apparel marketers with useful information to develop effective strate-
gies to produce and market clothes in accordance with the common values with which 
this group strives to identify.
According to Hogg and Banister (2001), individuals can either have a positive refer-
ence point (i.e., desired end state) or a negative reference point (i.e., undesired end state) 
that they use to achieve their desired identities. So far, much research has been con-
ducted on the positive aspects of consumers’ consumption choice. A lack of research 
into the negative aspects of consumption choice motivated us to question their impact 
on consumer behavior. Consumers’ avoidance behavior allows them to create further 
distance between themselves and their undesired identities (Hogg and Banister 2001), 
staying within the threshold of their desired identities. Thus, this research focuses on the 
clothing and style that college men avoid. An exploratory study was conducted on men 
attending a major midwestern university. On the basis of the results of the exploratory 
study, research interview questions for any further studies will be modified to address 
the research problem appropriately.
The purpose of the exploratory study was to investigate what clothing college men 
prefer, what identities they achieve through their clothing, and what they want to avoid 
in their clothing choices. Our research questions were as follows: (1) Does college-aged 
men’s clothing reflect their identities and what do they want to express through their 
clothing choices? and (2) What undesired identities (related to aspects of an avoided 
self ) do college-aged men avoid in their clothing choices?
Literature review
Social identity theory
Social identity theory as conceptualized by Tajfel and Turner (1979) refers to perceived 
identity of the groups to which people belong (Tajfel 1982). Social identity theory posits 
that a person’s self-concept is based on his or her group membership. This theory con-
sists of two dimensions: social identity and personal identity (Howard 2000; Tajfel 1982). 
Social identity reflects membership in various social groups (e.g., clubs, social class), 
and personal identity represents the unique attributes that differentiate one person 
from another (Howard 2000; Tajfel 1982). In complex social environments, young peo-
ple can use their identification with in-groups (i.e., their own group) versus out-groups 
(i.e., other groups) (Ogilvie 1987) to align their appearance (i.e., the total and composite 
image created by clothing) with a desired social group and to differentiate themselves 
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from the undesired, or avoidance, reference group (Banister and Hogg 2004). Thus, 
social identities provide status to young men and enhance their self-esteem.
Research has used social identity theory to investigate the effects of men’s identities on 
the use of dress (i.e., all material objects added to body). For example, Kang et al. (2011) 
used social identity theory as a theoretical framework to investigate the relationship 
between young professional men’s perceptions of work identity and their use of dress. 
They found that the young men who felt incomplete in their work identity used dress as 
a symbol to construct their identities. Thus, in this study, we used social identity theory 
as a theoretical foundation to examine the relationship between college men’s identities 
and their clothing choices.
Men’s identities with fashion
According to Kratz and Reimer (1998), fashion is filled with meanings and symbols, 
through which people can visually communicate with one another in a rapid and direct 
manner. Fashion enables people to express their views about themselves and their iden-
tities through the use of clothing; it allows them to visually communicate who they are, 
who they want to be, what type of social group they want to belong to, and whom they 
do not want to be associated with the most (Shete 2012). Furthermore, Bennett (2005) 
states that fashion is one of the channels through which people can most readily give 
voice to their identities. Beyond words, people can convey themselves through dress and 
fashion, thus creating their social identity. Fashion’s essential role in providing people 
with means to build, shape, and communicate their identities is especially prominent 
in larger metropolitan cities where they “mingle with crowds of strangers and have only 
fleeting moments to impress them” (Bennett 2005, p 96).
Men identify themselves through various ways. For example, some men may identify 
themselves through their body appearance, while others may show their identities by the 
way they dress; Hathcote and Kim (2008) note that men represent themselves through 
how they dress. Moreover, many men care about what they wear and how they wear it 
on a daily basis and also care about how others perceive them. As part of campus society, 
college students also spend time on how they dress. Some male students prefer wearing 
sweatpants or baggy basketball shorts at school, while others prefer wearing polo shirts 
and casual pants. The way male college students choose their outfits for school repre-
sents their different personalities and identities. For example, some male students wear 
athletic clothing to show off their masculinity. This is consistent with Lunceford (2010, p. 
66), who argues that “male students choose a specific article of clothing because of how 
it makes them feel or because it downplays what they consider to be unattractive aspects 
of their bodies while accentuating their best features.”
Researchers have conducted studies related to the importance of clothing and fash-
ion for identity creation and communication. For example, Piacentini and Mailer (2004) 
found that young people in the United Kingdom tended to use clothing to show simi-
larity between themselves and the groups they wished to be identified with, and as a 
channel to establish potential friendships. Schofield and Schmidt (2005) examined the 
importance of clothes used in constructing and communicating gay men’s personal and 
group identities with a sample of Manchester-based respondents. They shaped indi-
vidual gay identity through different levels (i.e., community level, neo-tribal level, and 
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situational level) and found that gay identity emerged through clothing choices. In their 
study, gay identity is shared on a gay community level to express “gayness” to others; on 
a neo-tribal level to show “belonging” to a social gay cohort with shared experience and 
emotions; and on a situational level to make themselves blend in with wherever they are 
(Schofield and Schmidt 2005).
As mentioned previously, young people in complex social environments can use their 
identification with in-groups versus out-groups (Ogilvie 1987) to align their appear-
ance with a desired social group, and to differentiate themselves from the undesired, or 
avoidance, reference group (Banister and Hogg 2004). In their study of a sample of Brit-
ish consumers, Banister and Hogg (2004) found that many consumers wore safe cloth-
ing items (e.g., simple clothes, which would be interpreted positively) to avoid censure 
rather than risky items. If such fears of folly and negative attention are present in male 
consumers, certain commonalities among them can be identified. Eisler and Skidmore 
(1987) proposed that men’s gender-role expectations contributed to fears about lack of 
athleticism, emotional intimacy, intimacy with other men (or homophobia), and failure. 
If the feminine, unathletic, impotent man is representative of perceived undesirability 
among men, symbolic identifiers of those traits can be indicative of young men’s labeling 
of avoidance reference groups and the “avoided self.” Thus, men’s fashion conservatism 
(i.e., dressing in a masculine way according to social norms) could be partially attributed 
to the generalized fear of appearing “feminine” (Kimmel 1994).
Methods
Data collection procedure
We employed the snowball sampling technique to gain access to 15 respondents at a 
major midwestern university in the United States. Respondents were asked to answer a 
series of eight interview questions and demographic characteristic questions. They also 
read a cover letter asking them to indicate their consent to participate in the research; 
respondents were not provided with incentives to participate. Interview questions were 
asked either in person or through electronic communication, depending on the respond-
ents’ preferred choice. The interview process lasted 30–40 min. Five respondents were 
interviewed electronically and ten respondents were face-to-face interviewed. The inter-
view was conducted in English.
Research instrument
This exploratory study examines what young men want to achieve through their cloth-
ing choices and what they want to avoid. We used an interview method to collect data. 
Researchers typically depend on an in-depth interview strategy when their primary 
strategy is capturing the deep meaning of individual experiences (Marshall and Rossman 
2011). Thus, we chose to carry out one-on-one in-depth interviews in order to gain a 
deeper understanding of consumer motivations (Brannon 2010). The respondents were 
college men (n =  15) who were interviewed by three master graduate students about 
their clothing choices (e.g., “Describe the clothing you wear most often and why”), why 
and how they selected clothing to express their identities (e.g., “Does your clothing 
express your identity? If yes, how? If no, why?”), and how they avoided certain identi-
ties through their clothing choices (e.g., “Do you avoid certain clothing? If yes, what are 
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some examples? And why do you choose to avoid them?”). Respondents were also asked 
demographic questions, such as age, parents’ income, major, marital status, country of 
origin, and ethnic group.
Data analysis
Audio recordings of the interviews were made by three graduate students and then tran-
scribed. They gathered qualitative data, which we analyzed through descriptive statis-
tics (i.e., frequency and percentage), searching for the common words in each transcript. 
Using inter-coder agreement, we checked the reliability of the interview data. The inter-
coder agreement method followed this process: grouping of similar responses into cate-
gories; coding of responses into categories; then comparison of the coding done by each 
of the three graduate students until agreement was achieved.
Results and discussion
Sample characteristics
In total, 15 respondents took part in the exploratory study. The median age of partici-
pants was 24 years. Parents’ income ranged from $50,000 to $69,000. Ten participants 
were Caucasian, four were Chinese and one was Filipino American. A total of 13 stu-
dents were single (see Table 1). The sample composed of college-aged male students in 
midwestern university in the United States with different ethnic groups was meaningful 
for our exploratory study as limited studies are currently available.
Clothing preference
All 15 respondents answered questions about their clothing choice. Content analysis 
yielded five categories stemming from the question about what type of clothing they wore 















 Under $30,000 26.7
 $30,000 to $49, 999 6.7
 $50,000 to $69,999 40.0
 $70,000 to $89,999 13.3
 $90,000 to $100,000 0
 $100,000 and over 13.3
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most often: casual, classic, fashionable, business casual, and sportswear. Ten respondents 
(67 %) reported that they wear casual clothing most of the time (e.g., T-shirts and jeans); 
reasons for wearing this category of clothing included “coziness’, ‘comfort’, and ‘unas-
suming”. For the second category (classic clothing), two respondents (13 %) reported that 
classic clothing made them feel in style and attractive. In addition, some of respondents 
noted that they believed classic clothing had relatively higher quality. Three respondents 
mentioned the other three categories. Not surprisingly, most of the respondents pre-
ferred wearing casual clothing on a daily basis.
Respondents were also asked to describe the clothing in which they felt most comforta-
ble; again, four types of clothing were mentioned. Five respondents (33 %) reported feeling 
most comfortable when they wore casual clothing, such as T-shirts, loose-fitting jeans, and 
boots. Five respondents (33 %) also mentioned feeling most comfortable wearing dressy 
clothing, such as button-down shirts and jackets. Three respondents (20  %) mentioned 
sportswear, the third type of clothing. Finally, two respondents (13 %) mentioned business-
casual clothing. In describing the type of clothing they felt most comfortable in, respond-
ents also noted several brands. For example, they reported feeling most comfortable when 
wearing clothing from the brands Gap, PacSun, and Abercrombie and Fitch. We classified 
this group of respondents into the casual clothing category. We classified respondents who 
mentioned the brands J.Crew and H&M into the dressy clothing group. Several respond-
ents also mentioned two types or two brands in which they felt most comfortable.
The sample groups were also asked to describe the type of clothing that made them 
feel most confident. Ten respondents (67 %) reported dressy clothing, such as button-
down shirts and suits. Only three respondents (20 %) reported that wearing casual cloth-
ing made them feel most confident; items mentioned in this category included jeans, 
boots, and T-shirts. Sportswear was the least mentioned category, containing just two 
respondents (13 %).
According to the data, more college-aged men prefer wearing casual-looking clothing to 
business-casual clothing or sportswear. Indeed, during the interviews respondents wore 
casual clothing which “uniformly stressed comfort and practicality” (Clemente 2014, p. 1) 
more often than sportswear. These findings are consistent with those of Frith and Glee-
son (2004), who explored the ways in which young men’s subjective feelings about their 
bodies affected their clothing choices. They argued that practical clothing choice (i.e., 
comfortable clothes) was valued more greatly than the aesthetic aspects of clothing.
Clothing and identity
The purpose of the exploratory study was to determine whether we could establish a 
connection between identity and clothing among the respondents. The respondents 
clearly used clothing to signal their identity and how they wanted to be identified. For 
our first question, “Does your clothing represent your identity?” 10 respondents (67 %) 
answered “yes,” three respondents (20 %) answered “somewhat,” one respondent (7 %) 
answered “no,” and one respondent (7  %) was unsure or did not care. Therefore, the 
majority of subjects (87  %) gave a positive response to the question. These responses 
indicate that young men tend to express their identities through their clothing choices, 
consistent with the findings of Hathcote and Kim (2008), who found that men’s identities 
were communicated by the way they dressed.
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For our second question, we asked what they wanted their clothing to say about them. 
We received many different answers, so we were tasked with combining and coding cer-
tain words into similar groups. The term “trustworthy” topped the list in terms of what 
five respondents (33 %) wanted their clothing to reveal about them. Four respondents 
(27 %) reported “trend”; these respondents wanted to look “cool” and as a “trendsetter.” 
Another popular term was “sophisticated”; three men (20 %) used similar words, such as 
“business look” to describe this. We coded the last three men (20 %) as “undetermined” 
because the variance in their responses was too broad or could not be categorized. For 
example, one respondent said, “My basic style I hope leads people to believe that I am 
responsible, I can be trusted and that flashy isn’t my style. My clothing shows that I am 
grown and established.”
Our last question to investigate if the participants connect self-identity with their 
clothing was, “Does your clothing reflect your interests or hobbies?” As we anticipated, 
13 respondents (87  %) answered “yes,” and two (13  %) responded “no.” Thus, college-
aged men overwhelmingly show their likes, interests, and hobbies through their cloth-
ing choices. Does that mean that all college-aged men who wear sweatpants and ball 
caps are into sports or are athletes? Perhaps not, but these results help bring to light why 
they make such clothing choices. Clothing and hobbies can show achievement and help 
enforce positive self-esteem. For example, as one respondent said, “I oftentimes wear 
meet shirts from the previous weekend; this shows my running achievements. Or I’ll 
wear Vans; this indicates that I’m easygoing and like that ‘Southern California lifestyle.’ 
My clothes indicate I am trendy and ‘in-the-know’ with my clothing choices.” Clothing 
also served as a channel through which interests could be expressed: “I typically will wear 
band shirts because to me music is one of the things that I care most about.” Another 
participant responded that, “My external appearance is a great representation of my per-
sonality. It reflects how much I value professionalism, friendship, and it also shows my 
sexuality, my attention to detail, and value of myself,” indicating that clothing is a tool for 
college-aged men to express the values they hold themselves up to, thereby establishing 
themselves within in their community. These findings are consistent with Hogg and Ban-
ister (2001), who found that clothing was a significant aspect in creating college students’ 
individual identities.
Avoidances
We created two questions in our semi-structured interviews to gauge the levels and traits 
of respondents’ choice of avoidance clothing and styles. Through inter-coder agreement, 
we reached consensus on the categories of avoided clothing expressed, in addition to 
the underlying motivation for these aversions. The questions were asked in person or 
through electronic communication. First, respondents were asked if they avoided certain 
clothing and, if so, to list some examples. They were also asked why they avoided such 
clothing. Second, respondents were asked if they avoided any styles of clothing, and if so, 
why they wanted to avoid being associated with those styles.
The 15 respondents supplied disparate clothing styles and justifications. The three 
styles or genres of clothing expressed most frequently were “alternative,” “gangster,” and 
“gay” styles. These titles represent the culmination of similar terminology and responses 
that we unified through the coding process. We categorized responses such as “goth,” 
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“grunge,” “dark,” and “alternative” as alternative. We categorized word such as “thug,” 
“hip-hop,” and “gangster” as gangster. Last, we categorized styles containing the terms 
“gay” or “homosexual” as gay styles. In short, styles perceived as alternative, gangster, 
and gay were the most commonly avoided from our sample of 15 college-aged men.
The most common aversion was to alternative style and clothing, with 40 % of respond-
ents mentioning consciously avoiding types of alternative clothing. The second most 
common aversion was to clothing or styles perceived as “gangster” related, with 27 % of 
respondents mentioning this clothing style. Finally, the third most prevalent responses 
regarding clothing or styles pertained to “gay” style, with 20 % of respondents expressing 
this aversion. The other items respondents mentioned represented a small or negligible 
prevalence, so we included only the three most common aversions in the analysis.
Aversion to alternative styles
The aversion to alternative styles was accompanied by several rationales. One respond-
ent said he avoided skinny jeans (often associated with “skater” and “emo” culture) 
simply “for comfort.” Another respondent avoided dark and alternative styles to “avoid 
negative stigmas” and possible associations with low intelligence related to group think. 
However, the majority of the respondents who said they avoid alternative styles were 
unable to explain their aversion. Mentions of dislike of alternative clothing were often 
supplied first and with little hesitation, suggesting that this is a somewhat automatic and 
marked dislike for those respondents.
One respondent said he avoids wearing black and looking gothic because his friends 
do not wear those styles, suggesting a fear of ostracism when wearing alternative cloth-
ing. In a similar vein, one respondent included that he “doesn’t want to lead people to 
believe he is dark.” A 23-year-old Caucasian respondent, when asked if he avoided any 
styles of clothing, said: “Gothic stuff for sure, dark clothing or Hot Topic stuff. I don’t 
want to be associated with them and I hate the people that wear that stuff, like spiked 
belts.” This type of sentiment occurred almost exclusively among Caucasian respondents 
from middle- and upper-middle-class backgrounds. The fear of social scrutiny and ostra-
cism, along with a general stigma regarding alternative and counter-culture, appears to 
be the most common motivation for avoiding alternative styles.
Aversion to gangster styles
Gangster styles were mentioned often, and responses often indicated social and racial 
prejudices, in addition to the fear of social judgment. Many respondents associated “big” 
and “baggy” clothing with gangster style. Race emerged as a definite component of this 
aversion. All but one of the respondents who listed gangster style as an avoided style 
identified as Caucasian. One respondent directly indicted his aversion to wearing clothes 
“a black person would wear,” suggesting that affiliation with the African American cul-
ture would be undesirable. Other variants included an aversion to “swag gear” and “thug 
style.” Another respondent even used a variant of a racial slur to express his avoidance 
of gangster-inflected styles. The respondents supplied little additional justification for 
avoiding this style, and when asked to expound on their preference, three claimed that 
they were unable to provide further information.
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Aversion to gay styles
Three respondents expressed avoiding clothing that could be regarded as “gay.” The 
wearing of skinny jeans, jean shorts, V-neck shirts, or cardigans was perceived as indica-
tive of homosexuality, according to the interview data. The inclusion of these items of 
clothing specifically indicates an association of form-fitting clothing and low necklines 
with effeminacy and gay culture. Respondents expressed a desire to represent them-
selves accurately, and those who claimed to avoid gay-inflected clothing suggested that 
it was undesirable on the grounds that (1) they disliked gay culture, (2) they wanted 
to express their heterosexuality, and (3) they wanted to avoid speculation from others 
that they were homosexual. In this regard, homophobic sentiments, a desire for accu-
rate self-representation, and a fear of social judgment all seemed to be components of 
these respondents’ desire to avoid clothing perceived as being worn by gay men. Another 
respondent said that he refused to wear any clothing from the “women’s section,” and 
though this does not necessary relate to the avoidance of gay style, it does represent an 
often-related fear of gender-role deviation. Thus, an avoided self and avoidance behav-
ior were important factors in clothing choice, supporting earlier findings from Hogg 
and Banister’s (2001) study in which dislikes and distastes of college men were associ-
ated with negative symbolic consumption. This sentiment is demonstrated by another 
respondent’s notion that said, “you know that there are certain things that you don’t 
want to buy because you don’t want to project yourself in a negative way.” They proposed 
that a greater understanding of the impact of negative symbolic consumption on con-
sumers’ product rejection could help the development of companies’ marketing com-
munication strategies.
Cultural background and the avoided self
Demographics indicated different trends in responses among respondents. The four Chi-
nese men who participated were largely unable to produce responses regarding avoided 
clothing and styles. One of these respondents said he only avoids clothing that is “too 
colorful or fashionable” because “it is not his style.” Another said he only avoids “hip-hop 
clothing” because it does not match his serious personality. The other two respondents 
said that there were no types of clothing or styles they avoided. These sentiments con-
trast greatly with the responses from American students, all but one of whom listed one 
or several types of avoided clothing and styles.
Furthermore, the brief elaborations the Chinese students supplied regarding the rea-
son they avoid clothing related to issues of personal identity, with no mention of social 
or cultural motivations for doing so. This indicates that the avoidance of styles due to 
fears of social castigation and negative group associations could hold as a phenomenon 
more prevalent in the United States than in China.
Conclusion
The college-aged men in this study expressed a desire for clothing that is comfort-
able, gives them confidence, and meets the expectations of their surroundings. These 
men recognized that their clothing was one representation of their identities. Thus, the 
results suggest that college men are driven largely by a desire for comfort and to meet 
normative expectations. These findings are supported by the supposition that “men 
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dress for fit and comfort rather than for style”, made by Craik (1994) and confirmed by 
Bakewell et al. (2006). These attributes for college men’s clothing choice seem to be quite 
different from those for young women, who largely make their choices based on brand 
(fit, look, and style) (Taylor and Cosenza 2002). The driving force for college men’s cloth-
ing choice is seemingly functional rather than decorative (Kacen 2000), even if they have 
become more appearance-conscious. Overall, the positive connection between young 
men’s individual identities and their clothing choices parallels previous research on the 
relationship between young professional men’s perceptions of work identity and their 
dress choices (Kang et al. 2011), and on the link between young people’s clothing choices 
and the identity of the groups to which they belong (Piacentini and Mailer 2004).
A minority of respondents avoided certain types of clothing because they felt it was 
incongruent with their styles. Their aversion to clothing that appears to belong to alter-
native, gangster, or gay styles suggests that these men strived to avoid clothing that 
implied identities viewed as non-conformist, non-professional, and unusual. These 
men indicated that their clothing choices were perhaps motivated by a desire to fit in 
with others. Their aversion to clothing styles that communicated incongruent identi-
ties implies that deviations from cultural, class, race, and gender-related norms were 
undesirable.
Limitation and Implications
We conducted our exploratory study in a short period of time, which provides oppor-
tunity for further in-depth interviews on the topic. The samples were all from the mid-
western part of the United States, so the results may not be applicable to all college men 
in the United States. The sexual orientation of each of the study respondents was not 
determined, and thus might have had some influence on the data. In addition, different 
topics related to fashion and college-aged men should be explored, as limited studies 
are currently available. For example, research could focus on effects of variables such 
as shopping orientation (e.g., convenience/time consciousness, price consciousness, etc.) 
on the clothing choice of male college students from different ethnic backgrounds. Such 
research could help apparel marketers develop strategies targeting the shopping orienta-
tion of consumers from different ethnic groups. For more generalizable results, research 
could be extended to a larger sample representing young college men in both the United 
States and abroad. In addition, this study only constitutes qualitative research due to the 
limited sample size, Therefore, research should be conducted using quantitative data to 
achieve more reliable findings.
This exploratory study provides an initial theoretical contribution to the field of fash-
ion and textiles, through the information gathered on relationships between college-
aged men’s identities and their clothing choices. Furthermore, the findings from this 
study provide apparel marketers with important information, in terms of young college 
men’s clothing preferences and the relationship between their clothing choice and iden-
tity. The findings offer guidance to apparel marketers so that they can develop effective 
strategies to increase sales of new products targeted to young male consumers. Apparel 
marketers should determine which clothing products are congruent with their tar-
geted men’s identities and use this information to develop promotional strategies that 
entice young college men to purchase their products. Note, however, that the diversity 
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composition of the students in the major midwestern university where the interviews 
were conducted was quite low, which likely had a significant impact on our findings. In 
line with this, we suggest that universities should consider educating students to prevent 
them from maintaining negative stereotypes against African Americans and homosexu-
als. Continued educational efforts could be made through course content to curtail the 
aversion to unrepresented ethnic groups.
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